Choice must be genuine
Britain is facing a catastrophic shortage of affordable housing to let and to buy. The New Labour Government meanwhile is whistling in the wind in the vain hope that private sector house builders can sort the mess out. 

Experience and reason tell us that the private sector alone cannot rectify the shortage of affordable housing to buy. The whole purpose and driving force of the free market is the profit motive and there is clearly more profit to be made from using scarce building land, in shortage areas, for higher value housing than for low cost homes.
Even in the first 8 years of Thatcher’s government, 350,000 Council Houses were built, whilst in the first 8 years of Blair’s reign only 3,000 were provided. In 2004 Right to Buy sales saw 59,154 units of affordable housing lost to the rental market and only 32,144 replacements built by Housing Associations and others. Council House waiting lists soared by 50% just in the 5 years from 2000 (1,038,720) to 2005 (1,543,509)  
Blair’s policy has effectively been to shut Councils out of house building all together and to rig the finances so that existing Council Tenants are forced into a Hobson’s choice shot gun divorce. The choice is “transfer away from the Council or you will not get your existing houses adequately repaired and modernised.” 
Not content with denying Council’s access to new money, Council tenants’ money from rents and right to buy receipts is also taken away. The workings of the Housing Revenue Account are complex, but my Constituency of Chesterfield provides some clear illustrations. In 2004 – 2005, 14% of Chesterfield Council Rents and 75%  of right to buy receipts were taken by the Government to spend elsewhere in the country. A total of £9.2 Million some of which, just to add insult to injury, went to help fund the (then) ODPM contribution to building Olympic infrastructure in London! Just half of this money each year would allow Chesterfield not only to maintain its existing houses to a high standard but to build new ones too.   
This is a system that has been condemned by the Public Accounts Committee, National Audit Office and ODPM Select Committee and labelled as “perverse” by the Audit Commission. Yet the Government continues to withhold funding and so punish all those Council tenants who have made their democratic choice – albeit not the one that they were told to make by New Labour.
The democratic choice of Council Tenants must be respected. Council housing finances should be ring fenced into the system. Council Housing Departments should have access to the housing investment money currently denied to them but made available on a completely discriminatory basis, to ALMO’s and Housing Associations.
This is no nostalgic appeal to return to a ‘golden age’ of vast impersonal council estates where every front door was the same colour and tenants, metaphorically speaking, tugged their forelock, not to the squire but to their local Cllrs. I grew up in a council flat on such an estate in Sheffield. I have witnessed some appallingly managed Council Estates across the country where I can quite understand tenants might want to choose a different landlord. Such choice however should be a genuine one based on a level playing field especially as it is a one way street. Once in the hands of a Housing Association there is no way back, whereas at least unhappy Council Tenants can vote for a change of management at the Town Hall at regular intervals. 
More ambition is needed too to tackle the rapidly growing crisis in affordable houses to buy. Right to Buy, Golden Shares, Rent to Mortgage -there are lots of different ways that people could be helped onto the property ladder. To have any real effect however, rather than being window dressing, Government investment has to be more substantial and receipts have to be ploughed back into housing and not siphoned off for other purposes. 
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